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ABSTRACT
Zupon, M. How a Theater Curriculum Helps Students Process Racial Injustice (2021)
The capstone question addressed in this project was, how can a theater curriculum help students
process racial injustice? It chronicles a teacher’s experience teaching a theater class during a
pandemic to students in an online distance learning model. The curriculum project utilized
different forms of assessments and leaned on the research of Wiggins and McTighe (2008) for
creating content based on Understanding by Design as well as the historical documentation of
Hollander (1963) and Recchio (2011) to accurately inform students about racism in America as
well as specifically within theater. The author details the difficulties of teaching online in addition
to the successes of the project and concludes that while teaching about racism is challenging, it is
also paramount to the growth of students and the community.
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DEDICATION
To my little sister Robin, who died in 2015 at the age of 31. Your love of Tupac and the
Black community ever since your teenage years impacted me greatly. You knew what it
meant to speak out against white privilege and did so without ever backing down. You
may have been my baby sister, but you were wise beyond your years. Thank you for
making such a lasting impression. May I live to have half of your spirit, dedication, and
determination.

“For us, we’re trouble makers, because why wouldn’t we be trouble makers in a society
that has no respect for us.”
-Afeni Shakur
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Background
Before pursuing a teaching license, an educational experience occurred in 2012
that changed how I consider school, think about culture, and question society. This
experience taught me the importance of being exposed to different cultures. It set me on
the road for myself-education about race in America, and ultimately inspired me to
become an anti-racist.
In 1988, I began learning to play the violin. Since then, playing music has
branched out into many different fields of study including a vocal performance
undergraduate degree, a theater undergraduate degree, and eventually led to me pursuing
a K-12 Theater licensure. Performance is how actors understand the world around them.
My passion continued from middle school into high school, college, and then into a
professional career. From being able to perform on stage in professional operas, working
with a youth camp for the last six summers, to being in a comedy improvisation band for
the past eleven years, theater and music are a huge part of my existence.
In the fall of 2020, I started working at a project-based charter school with a
group of diverse high school students. This new job acquisition coincided with a historic
upheaval caused by the murder of George Floyd where demonstrations started over yet
another act of police brutality against the Black community. The perfect storm of high
unemployment due to a pandemic, systemic racism, and an egregious use of police power
sparked demonstrations locally, nationwide, and internationally as people who were
newly disenfranchised went out into the streets to protest the inequity of authority in the

system.The high school students who live in this epicenter of social upheaval will need to
process what is going on in their community. An excellent way to explore feelings is in a
theater setting, where high school students can write and act out what is on their minds in
a safe space. Because of what is going on, my new role, and the project-based nature of
the school, my burning question was: how can a theater curriculum help students process
racial injustice?
White-Washed Experience
Growing up in an all-white neighborhood in addition to going to an all-white
school, I was never pushed to think about inequity other than it was something that
happened to poor people, or people far away. It was not something that happened in my
community, and therefore it was just a concept. Fast forward to high school; a play was
put on called The Buddy Holly Story, and there was a scene depicting real-life events of
The Apollo Theater in it. The Apollo is a famous theater in Harlem that opened in 1934
to Black people. In real life, and also in the musical, Buddy Holly went to the Apollo and
asked to play for the audience, which was considered socially taboo. The director at the
time had to actually beg the one teacher of color at the school to be a part of the
production, because the director refused to do blackface makeup on any of the white
actors. Thankfully, the teacher accepted, and they recruited two young Black women
students to be in the show as well. Once the musical ended, those two young women were
never seen again. They disappeared into the sea of white faces and blond hair that
comprised the high school’s hallways. It was the only racial experience I had at the
all-white school.

Education About the Civil War
While at this all-white school, students who showed academic propensity were
invited to take what was called an honor’s block of both English and Social Studies.
During sophomore year in high school, there was a teacher who made students learn
about the Civil War for an entire semester. The course was brutal, as it was at the
college-level. Above all else, the tenth grade teacher at the time made sure students knew
each day that the Civil War was about keeping the union together, not about slavery. He
even said stating anything else would end in failing the test and thus the class. This kind
of misinformation to students makes the problem worse. This kind of lack of education is
a tool of systemic oppression and is the definition of the white-washing of education.
College began at Bemidji State University. While the town was surrounded by
three different Native American reservations, people did not interact with one another
much. The college attracted white people from the white towns that surrounded it and
those were the people who mostly comprised the student body. I graduated with degrees
in music and theater in 2003, moved to the metro area, and began working on a
professional performing career.
The Beginning of a Cultural Education
After years of working in a music store, a life twist began a new career at
AmeriCorps working with youth. This is the program from 2012 that changed my
perspective. The program itself sounded unassuming; work with students at a middle
school in the city that were falling behind in three categories: attendance, behavior, and
grades. Teachers and students were skeptical as the position started in mid-October and
there was a lot of ground to catch up at that point.

The first day at the school was incredibly different than anything experienced thus
far at a school. Students were dancing and socializing out in the hallways and were
screaming, playing, and running. That white suburban upbringing, lacking diversity in so
many ways, had failed to prepare me for that moment. This job was difficult in many
ways, and soon the dancing in the halls became the least of the worries. The harder part
was attempting to do the job with very little help or guidance from the administration.
With no aid, students were eventually selected and put on my caseload, composed of
students struggling in one of the three areas of attendance, behavior, and grades. Every
day was a weird dance with teachers and unsaid expectations, all while trying to help the
neediest students with minimal working knowledge of the culture of the school or its
policies. It was definitely an up-hill climb.
Relationship Building
Eventually, relationships formed with the students. Some of the kids were
suspicious at first, and knowing how the adults worked in that building there was no
blame placed on the students. In attempts to be the opposite, my office space was open
and welcoming and as productive as possible. Once they saw allyship, they began to open
up. Kids started offering up stories about their lives and their culture, and started to see
the individual human stories unfold. It was really transformative. That school was full of
all kinds of tension; the principal quit in March of 2013, an indication of how bad things
had unraveled. Also witnessing a young Black student put in handcuffs for a fight was
alarming. This was a first to see anyone be handcuffed, let alone a child. It did not matter
how poorly students in the previous schools I had taught at behaved, there were never
police officers there. It elevated the situation to a place that was severely uncomfortable.

Regardless of all of the tension at this school, the students had a huge personal impact on
me. Those students are now young adults having families of their own, and some of them
are friends on social media and it is inspiring to watch and see how they continue to
grow. Recently, I ran into one of those former students while performing, and the strong
relationship was still very evident. It was an honor to meet and work with those students.
Educational Goals
In the spring of 2014, I decided to pursue a teaching license in a Master of Arts in
Teaching program because of that experience at the diverse middle school. Throughout
the education, professors kept talking about urban teaching and it was inspiring. Finally
came the time to sign up for the diversity class. In the class the expected reading was The
Education of a WASP. I learned about the concept of redlining for the first time; how
cities purposefully put Black people in a specific spot labeled for “Negros”. Also
shockingly learned about the malicious, unscrupulous ways real estate agents kept people
of color out of certain neighborhoods and how banks refused to loan them money. It was
shocking how these crucial facts about racism were missed until now. Why had this not
been taught sooner? Why did no high school or college teacher hint at this inequity? Why
did it take until graduate school? This inspired a yearning for personal growth. The
question of why and how began to formulate and nothing save self-education could
quench this drive. Employed as an education paraprofessional at a school in downtown
Saint Paul working with diverse youth, suddenly it was easy to notice the power
structures talked about in class as they played out in real life at that job. I was determined
to make a difference to students of color.

Continued Cultural Education
After obtaining a teaching license in early 2016, a position for a 1.0 Drama
Specialist at what was touted to be a magnet arts elementary school was offered. Getting
a teaching license in Theater is a bold move; jobs in that specific area do not come open
often, if at all in a year. Mental preparations had been made to substitute teach for a while
until adequate employment was found; it was the price of admission taken for following a
passion in a society that often does not put the same priority or value on the arts as it does
for math or science. As such, it was exciting to have landed a full-time theater teaching
job. The education goal of working with urban students was coming true, and it looked
hopeful to affect real change. As it turned out it became much more than a job; the full
time position was a crash course in social inequities and the ways the Black community
have been set up to fail. And it was sobering.
Unexpected Lessons
Again, this position started at an odd time of year. The contract began in March,
2016. The teacher being replaced was a woman who spoke very little English and it had
not been effectively communicated with her that the vast majority of the students at the
school spoke English and that the Spanish Dual Immersion program was only just
beginning in the Kindergarten classes. In fact, there was a lot about that year that was
poorly communicated. The principal at the school was new, and with her came great
change. The teaching veterans, some of whom worked at the school for over two decades,
disliked that this new program was being forcibly implemented at their school and
pushed back, hard. Being new to teaching a classroom, it was difficult trying to get
subject matter up and running, let alone try to keep up with all of the politics of the place.

Moreover, this school was a Title I school, which means it is a school with a large
concentration of low income students. With students in crisis, administration and teachers
at odds, in addition to starting out near the end of an already established school year, it
was a steep learning curve.
With little to no tools, it was a stumble into the already established school year.
Sadly, the MAT program did not prepare its graduate students for the kind of poverty and
violence to be seen at a Title I School. The students were incredibly physical with one
another. Students used profanity and disrespected teachers and staff with impunity. Fights
happened every day. The behavior team was ragged and teachers were exhausted. In
April, a specialist teacher quit without notice. The only confidant I found was the art
teacher during this year. After school many conversations happened where often, after
sharing unfathomable stories, stunned silence would follow. Occasionally, there was
crying. Even time spent at the diverse middle school could not prepare for what systemic
poverty, institutionalized racism, redlining, low property taxes funding neighborhood
schools, and the school to prison pipeline actually looked and felt like. It was a lot to take
in. It was a very difficult first teaching job.
Persistence Pays Off
Regardless of the chaos happening in the school, theater was still taught to the
students, even if it was a small amount. Entire lesson plans were tossed for more
culturally relevant ones. Rap songs that taught about theme and conflict and exposition
were sung in class, and games and dance movements were created from observations of
what students were doing in the halls during passing time. Lesson plans in PowerPoint
used Black character animations to help illustrate what was being taught. That spring a

small group of 5th grade girls decided it was more fun to stay in the classroom and dance
rather than go to recess. These moments were peppered with horrific scenes of students
body-slamming one another, room destruction, and once with a child doing a choke hold
on another student. Not every moment of the school was difficult; there were a couple of
instances where students showed their affection. One moment was when a student asked
me straight out if I was white. I very frankly replied that I was, indeed white.
Surprisingly, a student yelled out that I was not white, but simply light-skinned, and
others agreed. This was stunning. Logically the crux of this lay in the cultural behavior
expectations. To them perhaps, their teacher must have acted in a way that they perceived
to be less white, and more in line with being a person of color. The importance of this
was clear; to have Black students calling their very obviously white teacher a
light-skinned teacher was acceptance. This small conversation meant a lot, and the impact
of that moment has never worn off all these years later.
Failures of Education
Besides learning about teaching, it was also time to learn what it meant to be in a
school that was not reaching the benchmarks set by No Child Left Behind. No Child Left
Behind is a failed education program that basically punishes schools that are already
struggling. Title 1 schools get penalized if their student population does not do well on
standardized tests. It is difficult to not see this as more institutionalized racism as it
severely affected schools with students of color in poverty. The following year, that
elementary school was going to be faced with a $750,000 budget cut. It was shocking as
it was unclear where the district thought it could cut funding. That school was basically a
level four school in terms of behavior and students in turmoil and trauma, and already

severely underfunded and understaffed. The students actually needed more resources, not
fewer. What the children should have had is access to therapists and social workers. Their
families should have had a food shelf, family counseling, job coaches, and free childcare
for younger siblings, but instead the district was telling the administration to find a way
to cut programs. It was heartbreaking.
Another New Beginning
Disillusioned, I left the 1.0 drama position and worked at a K-12 private school in
an outer rich white suburb for three years. There, the school specialized in students on the
autism spectrum. Even so, it was important to continue educating children about social
injustice. Lesson plans were created about systemic racism as it pertained to the
performing arts such as how jazz was a direct result of slave songs on the plantations and
the West African beats from the slaves brought over in chattel ships. We spoke sparingly
about Minstrel Shows and blackface make up. It was not as often as hoped, as it was a
private school: because the parents paid tuition and directly paid teachers' salaries, one
could not push the boundaries much. After much frustration having to teach lower school,
it was clearly time to work at a proper high school. As luck would have it, a position
became available at a much more diverse charter high school.
Rationale
In late 2019, a pandemic swept China. It eventually made its way over to
America, and schools and places of work scrambled to find ways to accommodate the
stay at home orders governors issued. Many people ended up on unemployment,
especially vulnerable lower class workers, which disproportionately affect people of
color. Then, tragically, on May 25th, several members of a metropolitan police department

decided to use excessive force against a Black man, kneeling on him as he gasped and
pleaded that he could not breathe until he passed away. The four police officers were put
on paid leave and protests began. Many people out of work or on furlough knew justice
needed to be served, and protests sprung up all throughout the city and country, until
protests against racism happened in all 50 states and even internationally.
Institutionalized, systemic racism has gone on far too long in this country. It is an
imperative responsibility to talk about these events with students.
The students at the new charter school needed to work through the trauma of the
pandemic, the race protests, systemic injustice, and the world around them as we
prepared for a presidential election that deeply impacted them. Years ago at the
elementary school, students of color needed to know that teachers stood beside them
because they were actually afraid Trump was going to send them back to Africa. Those
same students would have been high school students in the fall of 2020, the same age that
I was teaching. The election was another reminder that people of color were not safe.
This dangerous rhetoric cannot be allowed to continue, hence the reason for the subject
for this capstone project. White privilege fashioned my arts education. Learning to read
music and partake in theater were the results of a wealthy suburban schooling. These
pursuits paved the way for an undergraduate and graduate experience. It is important to
use tools obtained in a white society to help students of color through this monumental
time. It was crucial to me to be a part of the solution. The aim of this capstone project
was to help students of color. Its purpose was to advocate and provide resources for
diverse students in a time that the country was loudly telling them differently.

Chapter Summary
Chapter one shared personal and professional experiences that present a clear
rationale for the capstone project. It also shared information of regional and nationwide
interest that helped suggest the capstone project's importance to education. The question,
how can a theater curriculum help students process racial injustice, is explored in the
following chapters.
Next, the literature review winds its way from the beginning of slavery in
America, through to events that precipitated the protests. Chapter two shares what experts
say about how teen brains work, and what their suggestions are in regards to processing
trauma. In addition, it briefly touches on what experts have outlined as the steps for
having courageous conversations about race. Also, the next chapter illustrates what
impact theater can have on students. Lastly, this chapter reviews the goals of a
project-based school and how this ties together to create a meaningful capstone project.
Chapter three looks at the framework and research done before as a way to outline
the curriculum. It clearly marks the timeline of the capstone and the project itself. And
finally, chapter four is the last chapter of this capstone and covers what went right,
wrong, and a critical reflection of the conclusion. Included in the appendix are the
materials for the curriculum project itself.

CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Chapter Overview
The goal of this capstone project is to create a curriculum designed to explore the
question, how can a theater curriculum help students process racial injustice? This
chapter summarises important discoveries from an analysis of relevant literature. This
country did not just get here overnight, so it is crucial to learn about the role slavery
played in the creation of America. Because of the racial tension in the United States, this
chapter also highlights how school can be a major part of the inequities that students of
color face. This chapter examines what the research says about the needs of teens during
these formative years, and why it is important to address their trauma with courageous
conversations, and what, if anything, theater curricula can do about it. In addition, this
chapter delves into what the research says about how project-based schools hope to
overcome some of those imbalances.
Racism in America
In order to understand how protests happened in the streets, America needs to
reconcile its past. The first part of this chapter highlights the literature on the history of
the manner of which Black people were brought to the United States and how slavery in
this country did not end with the emancipation; it only changed names.
America was built literally on the backs of Black bodies. From the very beginning
during the colonial period, Black people were brought over against their will. Time and
time again, laws were created with the sole purpose of subjecting their bodies; to
dehumanize Black people; to make them property. When Black people created their own

communities, they were stolen, defunded, or outright destroyed by white people. When
Black people successfully obtained some rights in America, immediately legislation was
put in place to oppress them in other ways. When those tactics failed, society took to
creating sweeping stereotypes of Black people and put them on stage. White people
created separate but equal laws, separate schools, redlined Black people out of
neighborhoods, and put continuous roadblocks in the way of success for Black people in
America, all while violently murdering them in broad daylight. Next are the historic
accounts for what happened in America.
The Beginning of Slavery in America
In 1619, in the Pilgrim town of Jamestown, Virginia, 20 slaves got off a Dutch
ship and became property (Hollander, 1963). That was the first record of slaves in the
New World, but not the last. In the same list of events in Hollanders’ chronology of
notable events and statistics (1963), he stated it was not until March 2nd, 1807 that the
United State Congress declared the slave trade was to be abolished, and anyone who
participated were subject to the death penalty. This did not deter people who wanted free
labor. The tobacco industry had been exploiting slaves since 1650 (Hollander, 1963). So,
slaves were continuously brought over in abundance. So much so that Hollander noted
that in 1819, 200 years after slaves were first brought over into America, Congress passed
a measure that awarded a $50 reward to informers for every illegitimately smuggled slave
(1963).
There was a fascinating incident in the list of chronology of notable events and
statistics. Hollander (1963) made note of something called the New York Slave Plot that
happened in February in 1741. He wrote about the 70 excommunicated Black people, the

22 people that were hanged, 18 of them Black, and the 13 Black people that were burned
alive, but did not go into the facts of the story (Hollander, 1963, p. 18). According to the
editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica (2018), The New York Slave Plot was a plot from
paranoid whites in New York who alleged there was going to be an uprising due to fires
being set in the city. Fueled by suspicion and fear, there were several trials where many
people were accused. According to Britannica, nearly 30 Black people were hanged and
no plot was ever uncovered. This is the first large-scale American historical instance, but
not the last, where Black people will be murdered over suspicions of wrongdoing, even
though no evidence was found.
In the year 1777, Vermont became the first state in the country to abolish slavery.
New York and Pennsylvania soon followed, along with Massachusetts. However,
according to Holland, Massachusetts outlawed slavery in a test case due to the words “all
men are free and equal” in the Massachusetts Bill of Rights (1963, p. 18). Because of the
manner in which several states had contrived their economies; that is, based on legal
slavery, they could not see a way to end it without majorly disrupting their power and
wealth. This truth became especially important after the invention of the cotton gin by Eli
Whitney in 1793. Suddenly the menial task of pulling the seeds out of the raw cotton was
machined and a slave could pick around 50 pounds of cotton a day (Hollander, 1963).
As northern states made slavery illegal and Congress ended the slave trade, the
southern states refused because it would collapse their economies. Supported by the labor
of the Black slaves, the south wanted to keep its way of life, as according to History.com
(2009). This was stated by John C. Calhoun, a spokesman for the slave states. Calhoun
wanted to nullify the constitution, as opposed to seceding from the Union. History.com

(2009) explained that Calhoun insisted that the South’s way of life was being threatened
by the industrialization of the expanding North (para. 7). It is difficult to understand how
people were able to justify this stance, unless you understand how slave owners looked at
the slaves they owned. According to Hollander’s research:
The South took the line the negro was cursed, and God and nature favoured the
white man-the negro was unfitted for citizenship and fitted only for menial labour
on the plantations. In the order of naturemen should enslave men, as animals prey
upon each other. (1963, p. 111)
The curse-theory is a legitimate argument. In the book Stamped, Reynolds and
Kendi (2020) went into some detail as to what it is and how it influenced white thinking.
They elucidated:
Noah orders his White sons not have sex with their wives on the ark, and then
tells them that the first child born after the flood would inherit the earth. When the
evil, tyrannical, and hypersexual Ham has sex on the ark, God wills that Ham’s
descendants will be dark and disgusting. Simply put, Ham’s kids would be Black
and bad, ultimately making Black…bad. Curse theory would become the anchor
of what would justify American slavery. (p. 13)
Because of the justification in the Bible, the puritans in the New World had
everything they needed to set up and maintain slavery for hundreds of years. Kendi and
Reynolds (2020) explained that most Europeans believed that the slave-master
relationship was necessary, that Africans needed slavery to become civilized, and that
many saw the relationship as loving (p. 13). The inability to see Black people as humans
and the fear of losing the wealth gained by exploiting slave labor is how the inevitable

Civil War happened. Some have regarded the Civil War as a means to keep the union
together, however, according to Hollander’s 1963 article, a quote from Lincoln himself
that he gave on his first inaugural speech dated March 4th, 1861. “One section of our
country believes' slavery is right, and ought to be extended, while the other believes it is
wrong, and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute” (p. 128). The
Civil War was clearly about slavery.
How the Civil War Still Affects the North
An interesting note, that Calhoun is the man after which the largest lake in
Minneapolis was named. Imagine being Black and having a lake named after someone
who wanted to permanently etch into the constitution the idea of perpetual slavery. Being
a person of color and having to talk about a lake named after a slave owner and oppressor
of Black people and the person behind the rally cry of the south is something white
people will never understand. Worse yet, according to NPR’s 2019 article, people in
Minnesota attempted to do something about this and rename the lake its original Dakota
name, Bde Maka Ska, but were met with opposition until the case was only just settled
May 13th, 2020. According to NPR (2019), the Minnesota DNR, never having seen such a
contested name change, was being forced to take it all the way to the state supreme court.
Minnesota is not a southern state; it was admitted into the Union in 1858 as a free state.
Minnesotans do not have a culture or economy that relied on slavery, so it seems strange
that a name change away from a person whose history is not that entwined with ours
would be so contentious. Yet somehow it was. It is important to point out this chain of
events as they all are links that lead up to the demonstrations that happened.

After the Civil War
The Civil War lasted until 1865. Then, the union started what is known as the
Reconstruction. States like Georgia and the Carolinas struggled with what they saw as an
impracticability of any other work force on their land (Hollander, 1963, p. 157). At the
time, 4 million people were suddenly free, and the states grappled with what to do with
this reality while their economies were left completely shattered by the civil war and the
removal of slave labor. In came the 13th Amendment.
Writer-director Ava DuVernay released a documentary simply entitled 13th on the
online streaming service Netflix on October 7, 2016. In this documentary, she explored
what happened after slavery in the United States. In the film, they quote the 13th
amendment which states that slavery no longer exists unless it is used as a punitive
measure for misconduct (DuVernay, 2016). DuVernay (2016) then interviewed political
figures, activists, and other experts and draws the conclusion that the except as a
punishment for crime is how the south got around the abolition of slavery and locked up
Black people for crimes as to get free, forced labor. In Heitzag’s book (2016), she agreed
with this idea, and wrote the following:
This is the continuation of an old theme: post slavery, the criminalizing narrative
has been a central cultural feature of ongoing efforts at oppression; from convict
lease/plantation prison farms to the contemporary prison industrial complex the
control of Black bodies for profit has been furthered by the criminal justice
system. (p. 43)

The Era of Jim Crow
It is clear that the end of slavery was not the end of racism, or the end of
criminalizing Black bodies. During the next century after the Civil War ended, America
saw all kinds of laws pop up called Jim Crow laws. These laws enforce racial
segregation, but the term Jim Crow has a curious history in theater. In the 2011 article by
Recchio, he dove into the background of The Minstrel Show. A man that went by the
name of T. D. Daddy Rice had traveled around watching African American performance
called minstrelsy. He taught himself the dancing and singing he observed, and in 1832, he
presented a character that he named Jim Crow. Rice dressed in rags, and donned
blackface makeup, which over exaggerated the lips of the actor. The Minstrel Show went
on to become a beloved national event, even becoming popular in Britain (Recchio, 2011,
p. 38). These shows were often full of racial slurs, overarching typecasts, idealized
notions of how Blacks were supposed to behave, and language that supported the idea
that whiteness is the preference over Blackness. Recchio (2011) indicated that the art of
minstrelsy where white people blacken their faces, was represented by racial ridicule
based on nothing but stereotypes (2011, p. 38). And so, in America, when new laws were
created that kept Black people oppressed, they were named after a character that
cheerfully danced across the stage and lulled white people into a false sense of
acceptance of the continued unfair treatment of Black people in this country; Jim Crow.
In 1915, a major event happened in cinema history. A silent film called Birth of a
Nation was the first movie ever screened at the White House at the request of Woodrow
Wilson (Reynolds & Kendi, 2020, p.136). This was the first blockbuster film of its time;
based on the book The Clansman by D.W. Griffith, it depicted stories and images of the

Civil War and attempted to repaint the South’s loss. Also, in the film was a story of a
Black character (played by a white man in Blackface paint) who wanted to marry a white
woman. She refused, and so he chased after her in an attempt to rape her. Instead of being
raped, the woman jumped off a cliff and died (Reynolds & Kendi, 2020, p.136). Several
incidents occurred because of this cinema portrayal. First, it was more stereotyping of the
Black brute troupe, and at that time Black men were constantly being lynched for
perceived slights. Second, it emboldened the Klu Klux Klan as this movie portrayed them
as the true hero. This happened right before the Great Northern Migration, which saw a
mass exodus from the South. Reynolds and Kendi (2020) described The Great Northern
Migration as an evolution procession (p. 137).
Soon after, World War I happened, and when Black men were drafted and sent
abroad, they returned with resolve. Reynolds and Kendi (2020) talked about this
experience and articulated that when these men came back from their time abroad, that
their journey had changed them significantly. And when they came home from war in
1919, they were not the same; they identified themselves as new negroes (p. 143).
Eventually, the Civil Rights Movement occurred as straight up defiance and rejection of
the Jim Crow segregation laws. The Civil Rights Movement lasted from 1954-1968, and
while it did make a big difference, there is a lot of work to be done. According to
Heitzeg:
One of the major challenges of the post–Civil Rights era involves confronting the
notion that racism is now over. White supremacy was removed from its legalized
pedestal with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and
finally, the Fair Housing Act of 1968. (2016, p. 40)

Life Post Civil Rights Movement
In 1968, the year the Civil Rights Movement ended, Richard Nixon became
president. This is crucial in connecting the dots, as DuVernay (2016) pointed out that
Nixon was the first president to coin the term War on Drugs. This led to Regan’s actual
war on drugs, which saw the mass incarceration of many Black men. Once someone has a
felony, then they are systematically deprived of a job, housing, and education. This
disproportionally affects Black families (DuVernay, 2016). Again, Heitzag emphatically
agreed, stating:
“Slave Codes” become Black Codes and Black Codes become the War on Drugs
with the “race-neutral” language but racialized enforcement of gang legislation,
mandatory minimum and three-strikes sentencing. The Black Man as Dangerous
is an old idea, now honed and solidified into an archetype that scholars and
activists now refer to in aggregate shorthand: the Criminal-Black-Man. (2016, p.
43)
Integrating schools became a major challenge. In Clark’s book, Prejudice and
Your Child, there is an entire section devoted to what schools can do following the 1954
Supreme Court decision that said that segregated schools violate the fourth amendment
(1963, p. 85). In this book, Clark urges schools to not only include students of color, but
also teachers and administrators who are Black. Clark also insisted that “To be regarded
and treated like a problem tends almost inevitably to make a human being a problem”
(Clark, 1963, p. 89). This 1963 book overshadowed what would happen two decades later
in America.

In the 80s there came the marketing of the war on drugs, including a commercial
with an actor frying an egg, deadpan as he stared into the camera telling the viewer the
egg was their brain on drugs. D.A.R.E. programs began popping up in middle schools
across the country. For many, this became entrenched with the War on Drugs campaigns,
and indoctrinated a whole new generation on keeping the racist status quo. President
Ronald Regan was the person who made sure the war on drugs also included a war on
Black people. (Reynolds & Kendi, 2020, p. 204).
Education should be part of the solution, not part of the problem. But a shocking
new reality appeared within the last 30 years, and it is called the School to Prison
Pipeline. According to Mallett, the school to prison pipeline may be presumed as
guidelines in place at school that once instituted, make it very likely that the student will
continue to have issues criminally as opposed to engagement in their education (2015,
p.1). The war on drugs wasn’t enough; now they are interfering with students and
criminalizing them before they even reach adulthood. More and more schools now have
police and resource officers in addition to behavior teams and school has become more
punitive as a result.
Suspensions Mean Higher Risks.
Mallet (2015) mentioned that students who have suspensions have a higher risk
factor for getting into the juvenile justice system. Mallet (2015) then brought up that
punishments at schools are inequitably appropriated through the majority of schools
because students of color are disproportionately punished than their white peers (p. 44).
This kind of continual oppression must bring about low self-esteem and confidence issues
with students. Mallet (2015) distinctly wrote, “students who are the most impacted by

these punitive policies— both in schools and in juvenile courts— are low-income males
of color” (p. 86).
Once a young person experiences this, it puts them more at risk for it as an adult.
In the movie 13th, DuVernay (2016) went into the complicated and discriminatory history
between the Black community and the police. They dialogued about the Ferguson
protests, and how it came about because of the mass incarceration in this country that
overwhelmingly affects people of color, specifically Black men. They bring up how every
single large-scale riot in America had to do with police brutality; and the summer of 2020
was no exception (DuVernay, 2016).
The Rise of Black Lives Matter
There is a movement that has gotten traction in the last few years that was a direct
result of the justice system not protecting Black men. The project came about after the
release of a man who murdered a young Black boy. The man chased the boy through a
gated community, even after the police dispatch repeatedly told him not to, and he ended
up shooting and killing the boy. Because the state they were in had a stand your ground
law, the man was never charged (DuVernay, 2016). Three Black women decided to do
something about it. Alicia Garza, Patrisse Khan-Cullors, and Opal Tometi created a
movement called Black Lives Matter in 2013 as a response to the man’s freeing, and
since then it has become a huge focal point for allies and foes alike. What happened in
Ferguson helped push the movement forward. Khan-Cullors, Garza, & Tometi wrote on
their site about their experience in St Louis:
It was a guttural response to be with our people, our family — in support of the
brave and courageous community of Ferguson and St. Louis as they were being

brutalized by law enforcement, criticized by media, tear gassed, and pepper
sprayed night after night… When it was time for us to leave, inspired by our
friends in Ferguson, organizers from 18 different cities went back home and
developed Black Lives Matter chapters in their communities and towns —
broadening the political will and movement building reach catalyzed by the
#BlackLivesMatter project and the work on the ground in Ferguson (2019, para.
5).
Very similar events took place the summer of 2020. Peaceful protestors were met
with tear gas and rubber bullets and eventually the National Guard came out to enforce a
strict curfew after entire buildings were torched around the city. The work of Black Lives
Matter is not finished, because it is clear that Black lives still do not matter in this
country.
It is vital that students process this trauma and talk openly about their feelings
regarding these continued inequities. The event this summer did not happen in a vacuum,
it is only a reaction to a literal 400 years of systemic oppression, slavery, Jim Crow, rights
denied, school to prison pipeline and mass incarceration. The next subtopic, in an
endeavor to answer the question how can a theater curriculum help students process
racial injustice, analyzes how students’ brains work during adolescence and why it is
crucial to explore and heal their trauma.
Teens
Teenagers go through the biggest brain growth spurt of their lives. They are also
faced with many new life challenges from entering high school, puberty, dating, college,
peer pressure, and brain chemistry changes that make this developmental shift even more

perplexing. Add on top of it any students who are in crisis due to home issues, violence,
poverty, trauma, and systemic racism and it gets complicated quickly. In this section, we
will go into what the professionals say is best practice for the needs of teens during these
precarious years.
Piagetian Theory
In the early studies of adolescent cognitive development a researcher by the name
of Piaget developed what is known as the Piagetian Theory. According to Coleman
(2011), it was Piaget who discovered that puberty is the time when the brain experiences
a change in its mental ability (p. 41). Piaget did many tests and experiments that involved
problem solving, and had children and then teens attempt to resolve them. This, Coleman
(2011) ascertained, is what Piaget called concrete and formal operations (p. 41). Coleman
(2011) then brought up another adolescent cognitive researcher and said Murray built on
and expanded the Piagetian Theory in 1990 (p. 43). The research done applies to
problem solving and the spectrum between concrete thinking, which requires an object to
be present or formal thinking, which allows for the object to be abstract. Basically they
are saying as teens mature, the ability to problem solve without an object existent
becomes stronger (Coleman 2011, Murray 1984).
The Piagetian Theory is a good starting point, but as Coleman (2011) pointed out,
later research found some interesting flaws in the theory, explicitly to an idea called
domain specificity. Colleman affirmed that students learn what they are exposed to, and
their skills increase in these specific areas (2011, p. 43). Colleman (2011) then offered
another thought that students also will not show competence in an area of thinking if it is
not relevant to them. This information supports the idea that one should teach students

specifically how to identify, handle, and process the trauma of racial injustice, and that
this can be done well through a theater curriculum, especially if done in a way that is
relevant. For, based on these theories, if they are exposed to it, then they will be more
likely to overcome it.
Emotional Growth
Another interesting phenomenon to be mindful of in addition to cognitive growth
is the emotional growth adolescents experience. In Graham-Rowe’s 2002 article, he went
into teenager’s ability to recognize other people’s emotions. Graham-Rowe (2002)
professed that teens explore the world around them through social interactions, and just at
a time when the prefrontal cortex is changing rapidly, and because of this, that teenagers
may find situations that are emotionally complex disconcerting (paragraph 6). This means
that they have difficulty quickly understanding other people’s emotions. So while they
may feel very strongly about a topic such as racial injustice, their ability to understand a
peer’s experience might be significantly hampered. This ability would need to be
patiently scaffolded in a lesson.
Trauma
If students face challenges both emotionally and cognitively because of their
rapidly growing brains, how do teachers help them when faced by some really difficult
trials, such as trauma? An educational film done in 2004 by the Hazelden Foundation,
and more broadly the Film Media Group, attempted that question. Because Hazelden is a
treatment center for people with drug and alcohol problems, they frame their film around
how students can avoid those specific pitfalls. They define trauma as agonizing feelings
and when it affects mental cognition that people’s sense of assurance is damaged (Film

Media Group, 2004, 2:19-2:40). Despite the film’s specific angle of addiction, they went
into many different kinds of trauma and situations, and their message about healing is
clear: that in order for teens to express their feelings in a healthy way that they need to
share their feelings with others (Film Media Group, 2004, 12:42). This is encouraging, as
that is the aim of this thesis project; to help students process their trauma in relation to
social justice in a healthy way by learning about it and discussing it through a
well-planned theater curriculum.
Mental Illness Increase
Not only do adolescents face emotional issues with their changing brains, but
there are studies that indicate that mental illness is actually increasing in America. An
original research article written for Frontiers in Psychology by Waters et al. in 2019
referenced other psychological studies that established that their subjects in their 2010
study were twice as likely to self-report symptoms of mental illness that the students from
their 1980s study (para. 8). Waters et al. (2019) then referenced a 2015 study by
Collishaw that spanned across many different European countries from the UK to several
Nordic countries and found that from 1977-2011, that cases of mental illness in those
countries were on the rise along with psychiatric disorders and antisocial behavior (para.
11).
Positive Feedback
Interestingly, this same research article mentions the importance of strengths in
adolescents as a way to nurture positive personality characteristics. Waters et al. (2019)
suggested that a powerful way to help young people build their own resilience is the
positive feedback they get from the people in their lives (para. 20). They mentioned

teachers and coaches in a list of influential people in a teen’s life, capable of influencing
their growth in positive self-identity. To help answer the question, how can a theater
curriculum help students process racial injustice, is how this research supports the idea
of talking openly about race in schools.
Courageous Conversations
The question of how to scaffold lessons meant to help teens with their trauma in
regards especially to race remains. In a book by Singleton (2015), he attempted to help
the reader have what he calls courageous conversations and breaks down the book into
three parts: passion, practice, and persistence. Singleton iterated that in order to observe
these three parts, that every person in schools; teachers, students, admin, and even the
members of the community at large need to be able to talk about race in an open and
honest way (2015, p. 25). Singleton went on to stress the importance of the traditional
norms of having courageous conversations; stay engaged, speak your truth, experience
discomfort, and expect and accept non-closure (p. 27), but also insisted that this list is
incomplete when it comes to the emotional topic of race and offers six additional
conditions to having courageous conversations (p. 28). Those are the following:
1. Establish a racial context that is personal, local, and immediate.
2. Isolate race while acknowledging the broader scope of diversity and
the variety of factors and conditions that contribute to a racialized
problem.
3. Develop understanding of race as a social/political construction of
knowledge, and engage multiple racial perspectives to surface critical
understanding.

4. Monitor the parameters of the conversation by being explicit and
intentional about the number of participants, prompts for discussion,
and time allotted for listening, speaking and reflecting. Use the
Courageous Conversation Compass to determine how each participant
is displaying emotion-mind, body, and soul- to access a given racial
topic.
5. Establish agreement around a contemporary working definition of
race, one that is clearly differentiated from ethnicity and nationality.
6. Examine the presence and role of Whiteness and its impact on the
conversation and the problem being addressed. (Singleton, 2015, p.
28)
Singleton (2015) asserted that these conditions are meant to be followed
sequentially, and offers a framework to engage people in a conversation about race while
at the same time having each member of the conversation consider their own personal
experiences. These conditions are also meant to help sustain the conversation, as well as
deepen understanding of race in its relationship to whiteness, which Simpleton declared
is “the most difficult and least examined subject matters related to how we live and
understand race” (2015, p. 28).
Simpleton elaborated that humans respond to situations through their feelings.
And when people talk about race, it is normal to have internal feelings such as distress,
fury, and embarrassment (2015, p. 29). This also ties in with the research about teens
feelings, as well as the rise of mental illness among teenagers. If students are taught how
to appropriately handle some of these incredibly complex emotions; then it is possible

that it could help them beyond the scope of the project. This is some of the work this
capstone project attempts to achieve.
The recent research on the subject of teens suggests that they are susceptible to a
lot of emotional turmoil, and that mental illness is on the rise in several countries. The
good news is there is something to be done about it, such as dealing with emotions in a
healthy manner such as talking about them, and helping teens see their own value as
humans. Next in an attempt to answer the question, how can a theater curriculum help
students process racial injustice, is the subtopic of what exactly is a project-based school
and how it can be beneficial to students.
What is Project-Based Learning
There are plenty of arguments that students are not getting what they need from
traditional schools to be competent in the workplace today. Because of the fast-paced
nature of technology, jobs need their workers willing to be creative problem solvers.
There is evidence that project-based learning can help students get the skills they need to
be successful in such environments.
Project-based learning (PBL) starts with a fundamental question that is important
to the students, engages the subject matter, and challenges them to work together to solve.
The website, Gold Standard PBL (n.d.), explained that they created an inquiry-based
model for PBL to assist teachers adjust and evaluate their practice (para. 3). Gold
Standard PBL (n.d.) then explained seven different elements they define as crucial for a
project-based learning (PBL) school. They are:
1. A Challenging Problem or Question
2. Sustained Inquiry

3. Authenticity
4. Student Voice & Choice
5. Reflection
6. Critique & Revision (para. 3)
Authenticity Element
While most of the above list seems fairly clear, the item on the list that leaves a
bit of ambiguity is the authenticity element. Gold Standard PBL (n.d.) dug into each item
clearly on their website, and described that authenticity refers to having a question or
problem that has real-life application. Students absolutely need to know how to address
the topic of race and inequality in respectful ways in the workplace, regardless of their
skin type. If they are people of color, then they are going to need to understand the
history of systemic racism, and if they are white, they are going to need to know how to
use their white privilege to speak up and help dismantle systems in place that cause
oppression (Singleton, 2015, p. 189). These ideas make the curriculum project one that
applies itself to the life of the student, and does so immediately. Students struggle with
race issues all the time, and therefore the authenticity element of the proposed project is
elevated.
Depth over Breadth
In Lenz et al.’s 2016 book, Transforming Schools Using Project-Based Deeper
Learning, Performance Assessment, and Common Core Standards, they went over some
of the skills suggested by the Hewlett Foundation that are desirable by both employers
and educators alike and they are:
1. master core academic content

2. think critically and solve complex problems
3. work collaboratively
4. communicate effectively
5. learn how to learn
6. develop academic mindset (Lenz et al, 2016, p. 6)
They then illustrated the need for diving deeper into knowledge, as opposed to
attempting to learn a little about a lot of subjects. They call this “depth over breadth”
(Lenz et al, 2016, p. 7).
Moreover, Lenz et al. (2016) suggested that each school must define what they
want for their students, and what sorts of humans the schools hope them to be (p. 20).
They asserted that it must be the goal of the school to make the student successful, and
not for the student to make the school successful (p. 21). Lenz et al. made a nod to the
book Understanding by Design by Wiggins and McTighe (2008), which claims that in
order to set up successful learning, one needs to think of the end goal and then work
backward from that point (p. 21).
An article by Wurdinger, et al. in 2020 pontificated on the depth about
project-based learning and suggested that even though project-based learning is an
accelerated learning system that uses considerable time to finish, it gives the opportunity
for broadened study, which can propel student motivation (p. 2).
PBL is about Independence
With the seven elements from the Gold Standard PBL website in addition to what
Lenz et al. (2016) mentioned, the point of project-based learning is a lot like scientific
inquiry. Students start with a hypothesis or objective and work together to see what they

achieve. The whole point of this type of education is to push for autonomy and
independence for the students so that they can show mastery later on. A helpful
suggestion that Lent et al. (2016) articulated is a simple motto “know, do, reflect” (p. 24).
This helps teachers divide up the standards, find ways of assessing mastery, and figuring
out ways to grow and change based on feedback, all while helping the student to become
independent, so that they enter the workforce and or college that much better.
A study into a high needs urban charter school done by Padgett ascertained that
project-based learning places do put the onus on the student in independent learning. The
expectation of the students was that they learned by doing, and that the students had
questions they needed to find the answers to that were rooted in real issues that affected
them. They did this through a combination of research as well as experiential learning,
where students would go out into the community and learn about the questions they were
attempting to answer. (2019, p. 22).
Independence is at the core of EdVisions, a program discussed in the research of
Wurdinger, et al. (2020). They observed that students optimally choose to work on
projects themselves much of the time. (p. 2). This kind of interdependence fostered in a
PBL curriculum can be helpful for students beyond school as they continue their lives
and turn to the internet to answer questions for themselves.
It is clear that a project-based school is a solid foundation on which to build a
project that is based in racial inequities as the school model itself helps support the kind
of work to be done, the question to be answered, encourages going deep into the material,
as well as makes room for the students to learn on their own. To answer the question how

can a theater curriculum help students process racial injustice, the next section explores
how performance is defined as and if theater has helped others process similar issues.
Theater and Performance
Theater as an art is widely misunderstood by society. Often one of the first
programs on the chopping block of American schools, bureaucrats and superintendents
miss the subtle complexities of the fine arts in their classrooms. This subtopic examines
what theater is and is not, as well as probes what part theater can play as a bridge to
cultural understanding, along with the importance of including playwrights of color in a
theater curriculum.
Theater means many things to people. To some, it is entertainment, to others it is a
hobby, and to those willing to work hard, a career. Theater has evolved since the western
idea of it came out of ancient Greece two thousand years ago. People have experimented
with the presentation, the staging, the spectacle, and the format. But in its essence, what
exactly is theater?
Theater Definition
A precise definition of the word theater can be found on the Encyclopedia
Britannica website. They conclude that theater is a live performance and planned process
that creates a sense of drama. (Chaillet & Guthrie, 2020, para. 1). But there are so many
ways to interpret theater. That is part of its draw for creatives.
Some of the confusion about the theater definition is because of the inherent fun
that is had in most stages of the process. In Jackson and Vine’s (2014) book, they
discussed the history of a program called Theater in Education (TIE). Throughout the
restructuring process, they toy with the definition of theater and presented a Bertolt

Brecht quote when pressed about the difference between theater education and play he
said the following:
Generally there is felt to be a very sharp distinction between learning and amusing
oneself. The ﬁrst may be useful, but only the second is pleasant … Well, all that
can be said is that the contrast between learning and amusing oneself is not laid
down by divine rule; it is not one that has always been and must continue to be …
Theatre remains theatre, even when it is instructive theatre, and in so far as it is
good theatre it will amuse. (Jackson and Vine, 2014, pp. 33-34)
Later on, Jackson and Vine (2014) defined theater as a shared activity as well as as an
examination of the collective struggle. They also stated it is a framework with which to
explore ideas and topics that are political as well as moral and ethical (p. 84).
In the book, Playwrights of Color (Swanson, & Murray, 1999), the authors
expounded on theater in the introduction. They also bring up what theater is to many: the
western idea of live performance. However, in their book, they push back on this
definition created by and often for white men and offer instead an inclusive definition
that theater is a cultural experience that helps people learn about ethnological and cultural
distinctions that make us human (Swanson & Murray, 1999, p. 6).
Educational Impact of Theater
Theater is an opportunity to connect socially. There is no doubt about the
collective aspect of drama. What about the educational impacts? Often theater is one of
the very first programs to be cut in a school that is being underfunded, and it is based on
the misconception that students are not learning important skills in theater. But that
simply is not the case.

For instance, Brauer’s (2002) book intended to validate the link between using
theater and improvisation to support language building skills, but he went further, stating:
A great many studies show that drama develops thinking, oral language, reading,
and writing. Six of these respected studies show that drama improves students’
cognitive growth, as reflected in language skills, problem-solving ability, and I.Q.
Moreover, the changes are lasting. (p. 6)
Brauer (2002) continued on the same page about the power of theater. He argued that
there is no other educational approach that is as dynamic and vigorous as theater. Brauer
insisted that theater has the potential to change them as humans ( 2002, p. 6).
Additionally, Putnam’s (n.d.) website for the American Alliance for Theater and
Education (AATE) reports at the top of their benefits of theater page that “Students
involved in drama performance coursework or experience outscored non-arts students on
the 2005 SAT by an average of 65 points in the verbal component and 34 points in the
math component” (para. 1).
Cultural Impact of Theater
If what the experts say is true, that teaching through drama is fairly powerful in
the ways it can change students, that theater is an examination of human experience, and
if theater can help us learn about cultural differences, then surely combining these aspects
will help students tremendously. And specifically, learning about the history of theater
and the Minstrel Show may help students understand our country’s past so they may be
able to come to terms with our present.
Building upon this thought is the importance of creating honest and open
dialogue. Too many times people shy away from doing so. In fact, Jackson and Vine

(2014) devoted a section in a chapter to the decline of society’s ability to discuss
important, relevant topics. They wrote that their concern lies with the people who keep to
themselves; those who do not engage in public discourse regarding their community and
world (p. 269). America’s inability to reconcile with the past has led to having protests.
Being able to process thoughts, lived experiences, and culture identity through theater
curriculum may help students learn how to have these important conversations later down
the road.
Scattered throughout Swanson and Murray’s (1999) text, Playwrights of Color,
are both scripts and history lessons. From Minstrel Shows to present day issues, they
center people of color and specifically Black people’s experiences and try to reframe
narratives written from a white perspective. They implored us with the following:
If the stereotypes that have contributed to distorted perceptions of racial and
ethnic groups are empty clichés, it is necessary to discover more realistic and
appropriate ways of seeing one another, ways that are not clouded by false
polarities and rigid categories. (1999, p. 159)
It is vital that teachers show students how to have these conversations, and what
better way than through the collective understanding of entertainment? By giving the
students context through a curriculum that investigates the early beginnings of theater in
this country, they will hopefully be able to contextualize their own lived experiences all
the better. Students benefit from having the space to talk and the space to learn about how
mainstream entertainment became what it is, how stereotypes of Black people came to
be, and how this impacts society. This kind of deep learning and understanding can be
transformative and empowering.

Chapter Summary
In an effort to answer the question how can a theater curriculum help students
process racial injustice, chapter two went into the history of racial inequity in America,
specifically for Black people. It was presented that students need to be able to talk about
trauma in order to process it in a healthy way. The chapter explored that project-based
schools want students to dig deep and acquire knowledge that is important to them now
and in the future. And finally, chapter two ascertained the power of theater, and its
potential for helping specifically youth and people of color when used to amplify their
voices in a meaningful way. It has been demonstrated that purposeful, structured
curriculum may give a way to how students could process their own trauma and create
projects that give them an empowered voice.
Chapter three organizes the details of the intended capstone project as well as lay
out a plan for the year with the students. It uses work from other theater scholars as well
as the state standards to create a framework for the project. It also creates a clear timeline
for the capstone project itself, in addition to the curriculum.

CHAPTER THREE
Project Description
Project Overview
The literature review examined how centuries of oppression has made the United
States rife with racial tension. It also showed that teens need to process their trauma
verbally in supportive groups. The literature also supports the notion that a project-based
school is ideal for students to explore theater curriculum aimed at talking about racial
injustice through writing and performing a unique monologue. The capstone project aims
to answer the following question, how can a theater curriculum help students process
racial injustice?
A project has been chosen to help answer this question for several reasons.
America is in a state of flux with all of the racial tension and demonstrations, as well as a
pandemic that affected communities of color disproportionately. In addition, as a theater
teacher at a project-based diverse high school, it makes sense to do specifically a project
for a capstone. The students at the school are encouraged to learn about issues important
to their community. Creating a curriculum that focuses on these topics and explores
racism in a safe environment may help empower students and help them understand the
past as a means to move forward. It is vital to try to create a meaningful dialogue in class
so students learn about systemic oppression in high school rather than in a thesis.
This chapter outlines the process that was used to set up the curriculum that will
lead to students producing a project; an original monologue. Since curriculum is being
created, Understanding by Design was a guide (McTighe & Wiggins, 2008). As there is
no set method for script writing, this project leans on the work done in other theater

projects and state standards for theater in a high school setting in the section called
Framework. This chapter explains the intended process for the project in the section
called Context. Chapter three aims to justify the use of participants, the setting, and who
the intended audience will be. The timeline is discussed, as well as when the expected
project took place. First, a look at the research and projects that have come before that
helped shape the decision for approaching this capstone.
Framework
This project was shaped by ideas stated in Understanding by Design (McTighe &
Wiggins, 2008), required state standards, and also by other similar projects where
students have created original works. There is also a slight qualitative component to this
project as retrieving student feedback throughout the school year is imperative to the
process. However, as this is not a research thesis, it is a project, the weight of it is in the
curriculum created, driven by the pressing question of how can theater help teens process
racial injustice? Combining all of these mechanisms helped mold the process into a
project that hopefully gives the students cultural agency. First is understanding how
creating a meaningful curriculum is the crux of this project.
Understanding by Design
The Understanding by Design framework (UbD) is based on seven different tenets
(McTighe & Wiggins, 2008). They are as follows:
1. Learning is enhanced when teachers think purposefully about curricular planning.
The UbD framework helps this process without offering a rigid process or
prescriptive recipe.

2. The UbD framework helps focus curriculum and teaching on the development and
deepening of student understanding and transfer of learning (i.e., the ability to
effectively use content knowledge and skill).
3.

Understanding is revealed when students autonomously make sense of and
transfer their learning through authentic performance. Six facets of
understanding—the capacity to explain, interpret, apply, shift perspective,
empathize, and self-assess—can serve as indicators of understanding.

4. Effective curriculum is planned backward from long-term, desired results through
a three-stage design process (Desired Results, Evidence, and Learning Plan). This
process helps avoid the common problems of treating the textbook as the
curriculum rather than a resource, and activity-oriented teaching in which no clear
priorities and purposes are apparent.
5. Teachers are coaches of understanding, not mere purveyors of content knowledge,
skill, or activity. They focus on ensuring that learning happens, not just teaching
(and assuming that what was taught was learned); they always aim and check for
successful meaning making and transfer by the learner.
6. Regularly reviewing units and curriculum against design standards enhances
curricular quality and effectiveness, and provides engaging and professional
discussions.
7. The UbD framework reflects a continual improvement approach to student
achievement and teacher craft. The results of our designs—student
performance—inform needed adjustments in curriculum as well as instruction so
that student learning is maximized. (McTighe & Wiggins, 2008)

The UbD Framework is at the heart of this curriculum project. Classrooms will be
set up in a backwards design as encouraged above. The third tenet is one that really
supports the objective of this project in that it states that real learning happens when
student understanding happens through what they call authentic performance. Next are
the state standards represented in a way that helps the formation of the curriculum
project. While there are many state standards for theater arts, this capstone focused on
those that support the project.
State Standards
Because the capstone explored how theater helps teens process racial injustice, the
project asked students to create, connect, respond, and perform an original script based on
Minnesota State standards. According to Minnesota K-12 Academic Standards in the Arts
(Campana, n.d.), high school students are required to learn the following fundamentals in
theater:
4.9.2.3.2 Anchor Standard: Create original artistic work. Benchmark: Explain the
collaborative and interdependent roles of the actor, director, playwright, designers
and the community.
4.9.2.4.1 Anchor Standard: Revise and complete original artistic work.
Benchmark: Rehearse and revise a devised or scripted work using theatrical
staging conventions.
4.9.3.6.1 Anchor Standard: Make artistic choices in order to convey meaning
through performance. Benchmark: Use various acting techniques to expand skills
in a rehearsal or performance.

4.9.5.9.1 Anchor Standard: Integrate knowledge and personal experiences while
responding to, creating, and presenting artistic work. Benchmark: Explain how
cultural perspectives, community ideas, social issues, and personal beliefs are
reflected or challenged in a work.
This is part of the framework that helped mold this capstone. The standards are
clear expectations for what the students are to be learning in a theater class; so it was a
large part of the foundation for how the curriculum was created. The next part of the
framework involves learning from others who have forged ahead and done thesis projects
in various schools and communities.
Other Projects and Research
The following two research projects were selected to include in the model for the
framework because of their subject matter being racism and youth, and how they both
were theater-based projects.
In the doctoral work of Ikemire (2010), she examined several New York
community-based youth theaters to collect data with the question of wondering if these
skills helped the students build a positive self-image, as well as give voice to a
non-dominant culture. Ikemire (2010) described the experience:
All of the young artists involved in these programs participate in a sustained
process of creating original performance pieces based on stories relevant to their
lives and/or the lives of their communities. Under the guidance of adult
facilitators, they generate material, make decisions about content and theme,
write, choreograph, compose and perform. These experiences are meant to be an

opportunity for youth to participate directly in a process of decision-making and
meaning-making that is empowering for themselves and their communities. (p. 5)
An interesting overarching theme in Ikemire’s (2010) research is the theater
company’s use of empowerment and agency, allowing the students to be the experts. The
adults are there to create structure and guide conversations and topics so as not to be
harmful, but the youth get to decide how they feel about choreography, songs, and
physical movement (p. 176). This kind of respectful atmosphere where the students feel
honored is exactly the kind of classroom culture created in the online classrooms for this
project.
Equity & Education is a journal that publishes scholarly peer-reviewed work and
research that is either quantitative or qualitative in nature. Hanley (2011) published a
qualitative study with them that looked at a project that helped students challenge racism
as well as shed light on any co-opted prejudice that systemic oppression may have left on
them subconsciously. Students were all Black and seemed to connect during discussions
with the shared struggle of African American heritage (p. 12). Hanley (2011) described
the program to be structured as such:
The students left their schools for three hours every week day for ten weeks to
work in the theater in a community arts center where they developed acting,
dance, and playwriting skills, all of which required inquiry-based activities as
they explored the meaning of the art form, character development, and script
content, and took on leadership skills in choreography and theater production. For
the first few weeks, the focus of the project was on developing the script and
performance skills and building a community of artists. (p.6)

Another study of note for its framework is a capstone project that also utilizes
theater to help students. Padgett’s (2019) curriculum project revolved around devising
theater lesson plans specifically for youth in trauma in a major metropolitan city in the
upper Midwest. In his chapter three, he goes on to outline several theater aspects that are
important such as:
1. Trust work
2. Community-building
3. Ensemble-building
4. Creating
5. Revising
6. Performing skills
7. Rehearsal and performance (Padgett, 2019, p. 6)
These ideas help support this capstone project. Padgett (2019) stated the
importance of allowing students to create, or devise, their own theater as a means to
respond to their trauma. Padgett (2019) supposed the importance was giving them choice
and a voice in the creative process, saying that the process of a work is dependent on the
collaboration of the performers (p. 29).
Project Description
Based on the above state standards and descriptions of work similar to this
capstone, the project was done in the following manner: weeks of curriculum
investigating how mass entertainment theater came to be in America; what is the Minstrel
Show, and as a project for the students, have them create an original monologue about

what they have learned and what they have experienced. Students were asked to create
characters based on their own experiences with racism.
Previously, the project happened completely online, as the school district did
remote learning throughout the entirety of the school year. Fortunately, the students were
open and receptive to the subject matter and each trimester offered a new opportunity to
tweak the curriculum as the year progressed. For the purposes of this capstone, a project
was created out of the curriculum already taught and condensed into a small one month
long unit. This project could be used online or in the classroom. Next is a detailing of the
different weeks of the unit project.
Project Week One
In week one, students have lessons scaffolded that include language for having
courageous conversations, what that means, and how it is modeled (Appendix A).
Students fill out exit surveys as part of the courageous conversations. Students are also
introduced to theater games as a way to get to know their peers, have fun, and build
relationships in addition to exploring character creation and improvisation. During week
one, students are introduced to the topic of the Minstrel Show as well as the stock
characters. Per a project-based education, students researched a predetermined list of
characters, created a slide presentation, and shared with the class at the end of the week
as an assessment.
Project Week Two
Week two is when students learned about Douglas Turner Ward and his play, Day
of Absence, which uses parts of the Minstrel Show and made social commentary from it
(Appendix D). This play introduced how theater can be used as a way to deal with social

injustice as well as adjusted students to the formatting style of theater scripts and stage
directions. Students played theater games and filled out exit tickets as well as dove
deeper into the six conditions of courageous conversations.
Project Week Three
Week three had students learning the difference between dialogues and
monologues, the latter being the style in which they wrote their theatrical works. There is
a pre-assessment to see how much prior knowledge students had, and students learned
about emotions and how to incorporate them into an original work. Students also had an
interactive online mind map assignment (Appendix A) after learning about
microaggressions and feelings as a means to get them to connect what they may have
been through in their writing process. Students had question prompts (Appendix B) as
well as a rubric (Appendix C) to aid them in the creation of an original monologue.
Project Week Four
Students began the week with learning about the difference between giving
constructive criticism and rude comments. It was scaffolded and modeled by the teacher
in addition to a worksheet (Appendix B). Students also learned about audience etiquette
prior to the performance of their monologues. Their monologue performances had a
rubric (Appendix C) that asks only that they used their own original work from the week
before, incorporate two emotions, have a clear beginning, middle and end, and wrote at
least 150 words. Finally, on the last day, students filled out a self-assessment regarding
the quality of their project. Students filled out from 5-0 with five being the highest if they
did their best in several categories including: presenting a character from the Minstrel

Show, character creation, writing their monologues, giving meaningful feedback, and
audience participation (Appendix B).
Timeline
The first three chapters of this capstone project were completed in the summer of
2020. The curriculum itself went through the entirety of the 2020-2021 school year in
distance learning mode. The school did trimesters, and each trimester the curriculum
adjusted to adapt to the ever-changing school year. Each trimester was heavily discussion
based, and students explored monologue creation. Despite the pandemic, students were
engaged and did their best in the online classes. Throughout all of these steps there were
qualitative responses recorded as to how the students feel the project went.
The capstone project wrapped up the summer of 2021. This was when chapter
four was finished and the final version of the curriculum was completed.
The timeline for the project for this capstone is a month long unit. There are
twenty days worth of slides created (Appendix), which counted for four weeks of
five-day lesson plans.
Participants and Audience
The students for this project were the students that enrolled in the charter school.
It is a 9-12 diverse secondary school made up of urban youth. The use of the participants
in this project is justified because of the diversity of the school and the importance of
processing the summer of 2020 with demonstrations in the streets. The students who
signed up for theater for each trimester were the participants in this capstone. The
students came to a project-based school because traditional school has not worked out for
them, and in some cases, it is their last chance before dropping out of school entirely.

Each trimester saw fluctuating numbers of students in the theater classes. There
were no more than 15 students in each of the semesters. Small classes and online learning
were the two constants for this project.
The intended audience was peers and teachers, which changed from the original
plan of the audience being additionally parents and community members. The pandemic
created a few hurdles for this project that will be discussed in chapter four.
Assessment
The effectiveness of this project was measured by informal formative assessments
such as group discussions during class, formal formative assessments such as weekly
assignments that showed understanding of the curriculum, and a summative assessment
of writing a monologue. The discussions, exit tickets, and written monologue were the
key to measuring the effectiveness of the capstone question, how can a theater
curriculum help students process racial injustice? Students throughout the school year
reflected on this question, and the capstone project allows for the same kind of
introspection and contemplation.
Chapter Summary
The framework for this capstone project was shaped by creating curriculum
through Understanding by Design (McTighe & Wiggins 2008), the theater standards, as
well as previous work in other youth performance settings for the project component.
Contextually, students had the class scaffolded so that they created and wrote meaningful
original monologues striving to answer the question, how can theater help teens process
racial injustice. The students in my school were the participants, and each trimester

students wrote monologues based on life experiences with racism to give them cultural
agency. Finally, their peers were the intended audience for this project.
Next is the final chapter of this capstone; the project conclusion. Here lies the
outcome of the project, what was learned, and the pitfalls of a pandemic induced
educational year. Lastly, the chapter shares how the students were impacted at all by the
project, as well as their insights and how the year turned out.

CHAPTER FOUR
Project Conclusion
Chapter Overview
The goal of this capstone project was to create a curriculum designed to explore
the question, how can a theater curriculum help students process racial injustice? This
chapter disserts the results of the 2020-2021 school year. This school year was an
incredibly challenging one, arguably one of the most historic, and the pandemic definitely
impacted the direction of this capstone. Regardless of the roadblocks the pandemic
caused, there were some great results. Chapter four lays out the three trimesters of the
school year and discusses the issues and successes that arose. While distance learning
was not an ideal situation to create a capstone project, there were many ways that the
students benefited from the curriculum, and many lessons that I personally learned as a
result.
New School
One of the biggest hurdles was being new to the school in the fall of 2020. Being
new to any process brings lots of learning curves, and it was less than ideal that it was in
the middle of a pandemic. I had to somehow create meaningful relationships with the
students at my school in order to get them to trust me into going into the difficult
curriculum in the theater class. Additionally, these students were high-risk drop out
students. The charter school caters to a population of students who do not fit into a
traditional public school setting. These students had a lot of trauma as well, and the vast
majority of the students were on an Individual Education Plan (IEP) or a 504 (a formal

plan to help students without specific disabilities covered in an IEP). The mountain in
front of me was formidable.
Distance Learning
Another issue was that the new school, being essentially its own district, decided
to remain in distance learning for the entirety of the school year. So not only was I to
create a substantial rapport with my students in a new school, but I had to do so over
Google Meet to a tiny black box. The reason for this decision was that the transmission
rate of the virus was incredibly high in the community, specifically the age range of the
students attending the school. It was the safest decision in a situation where there were
not very many good choices. The school did an exceptional job attempting to balance the
schedule with the online time being every other hour to attempt to save the students, and
essentially staff, from online burn out. The first trimester, the school had only one
synchronous class hour per week and we found engagement was high during that time
and low for the asynchronous work, so at the mid-trimester mark, the school changed to
meeting twice a week for live classes and kept that schedule for the remainder of the year.
This affected the curriculum of course, but after a brief adjustment period, the theater
class began to take on its own life.
Project-Based Curriculum
An important note of the capstone project is to relay that while the school in the
capstone was a project-based school, and therefore the curriculum anchored around that
need, that the curriculum can work in any school setting. Theater art is very physical in
nature and the state standards require that students create and perform regardless of the
structure of the school. However, with the pandemic and subsequent distance learning,

the curriculum evolved into a more traditional school expectation as a lot of possibilities
were stunted by the realities and limitations of distance learning.
Theater Class Trimester One
One of the advantages of the school was the small class size. There were less than
ten students in the first trimester class. It made for an intimate setting, but unfortunately if
any student was absent, it hampered the discussion. There were a couple of outspoken
students of color who helped carry most of the conversation, and that helped
tremendously. Students seemed refreshed by the summer off and were ready to learn,
something that did not carry through the entire year, unfortunately.
Pitfalls of Trimester One
Trimester one was a steep learning curve, but expectations were high for the
students and soon found out from the school counselor that one of my students with an
IEP was struggling with some of the reading assigned from Playwrights of Color
(Swanson, & Murray, 1999). I reassessed that particular assignment and modified it to
help the student be more successful, and realized that with the trimester set up that there
was no way to get through all of the material. That was a tough realization, but an
important one.
Additionally, at the end of the first trimester a summative assessment was
assigned; a digital online performance assessment via a website called Flipgrid. The
students were to record themselves performing their original monologues. The students
rejected this assessment; choosing instead to fail the entire class rather than submitting
the recording. This was stunning. It also illuminated another problem in the capstone
project itself.

Capstone Project Changed
The original idea for the capstone project was to create an original theater show
with the students. The concept was to have students write their own short monologues
and weave together a show that was going to be created, recorded, and aired for the entire
school. Once the theater students opted to fail rather than do the assessment, it was clear
that a revamp of the entire capstone project needed to occur. The approach depended
entirely too much on the participation of the students and in the uncertainty of the
pandemic-driven school year, this approach unraveled quickly. After an online meeting
with a faculty member, the curriculum project was chosen and was reflected in the way
the classes were taught the following trimesters.
Theater Class Trimester Two
The second theater class of the year also had around ten students. What was very
clearly apparent was the transient nature of the student population. Students would be
added and moved from the theater class regularly. This made planning any kind of
year-long curriculum impossible, so each trimester was its own independent experience.
The positive from this realization was that I was going to have three chances to hone the
curriculum to best fit the needs of the students. Already armed with the disenchantment
that was trimester one’s summative assessment, the second trimester was much better.
Trimester Two Obstacles
In an effort to familiarize students with theater and how to read scripts, during the
synchronous sessions students sight-read plays. This was met with a lukewarm reception,
and it was becoming apparent that in order to drive student engagement, the old
expectations were not going to work anymore. There needed to be a way to hook students

into learning so that they would come to class when tempted by social media, video
games, sleeping, or sometimes work. So this idea was tossed early on into the trimester.
Once again the students were introduced to the Playwrights of Color (Swanson, &
Murray, 1999) text. The class feedback about the readings came back fairly negative, and
that was frustrating. Unwilling to give up on the Playwrights of Color (Swanson, &
Murray, 1999) text, I moved into a portion of the reading that went over a playwright by
the name of Douglas Turner Ward. Learning that Ward had written a play called Day of
Absence, which essentially takes the Minstrel Show and turns it on its head, was a stroke
of luck. The show calls for an entirely Black cast to be put in whiteface makeup and
laments that all of the town’s negroes have suddenly disappeared. This twist on the
Minstrel Show was clearly the shake up the class needed to be relevant to the students.
Trimester Two Success
With the addition of Day of Absence by Ward, the conversation for students came
to include how did theater allow an individual who was marginalized to reclaim some of
their power? We found interviews with Ward where he described his passion for
education and giving a safe space to people of color, and started reading his play online
during distance learning class. Afterwards, we watched a performance of the play. It was
striking to see Black performers wearing whiteface makeup, and the class discussions
following those viewings were lively. The students also began work on monologues that
they wrote. In a perfect world, they would have gotten up in front of the class and
performed them, however I was not about to set up the students for failure and the sting
of first trimester was very strong, so we opted instead for formal formative assessments
where they filled out documents answering questions about creating character choices

(Appendix B). The students also wrote some really moving pieces for their Summative
Assessment. Overall, because I listened and responded to student feedback and adapted
accordingly, it was a much better trimester.
Theater Class Trimester Three
This trimester was akin to approaching the finish line of a marathon. I had been
teaching distance learning since March of 2020, and the students were losing focus. Even
though I had an entirely new roster and could have recycled lesson plans from the second
trimester, I decided it was important to continue exploring connections between the
Minstrel Show and entertainment today. Cartoons did not just borrow from the Minstrel
Show; they are the Minstrel Show. The deeper I delved into this subject, the more
connections I found. From Mickey Mouse to Bugs Bunny to Tom and Jerry, it was
pervasive and disturbing. The students thought so, as well.
Trimester Three Difficulties
Many students had checked out throughout the time of this class. The toll of the
pandemic and their inability to socialize with their peers weighed on them and it was
difficult to get students into virtual class on any kind of consistent basis. Also, some
students were preoccupied with their responsibilities of graduating and did the bare
minimum in theater class because it was an elective class. Some students straight up quit
school. I decided to combat this issue by creating a very predictable schedule and sticking
to it, so that if a student did not show up for a couple weeks that at least they knew what
to expect. I also lessened the expectations for this trimester and made the monologue
assignments much smaller in scope (Appendix B). I did have a couple seniors that failed
the class but asked for an alternative assignment to prove comprehension of the subject

matter. Only one followed through with completion of the alternative assignment and I
had to fail the other. It was a difficult trimester to get through, and I do not blame the
students at all. The pandemic wreaked havoc on us all.
Trimester Three Success
The connection between The Minstrel Show and cartoons was stronger than I
anticipated. I went down that road at the behest of an interested student, and it ended up
becoming a fascinating divergence from the previous two trimesters. It was not included
in the curriculum project as much of it leans on pointing out issues with copyrighted
material and characters. Sadly though, there is enough content out there that I was able to
make weekly lesson plans pointing out the horrific prejudiced overtones and outright
bigotry of several cartoons. Everything from small appropriating from The Minstrel
Show such as the white gloves that many characters use, to clear racist moments such as
explosions that caused the characters to suddenly don blackface, Pickaninny bows in their
hair, and mug to the audience.
Limitations of the Project
While the message is of utmost importance and relevance, especially to youth at
this moment, it is also a politically charged one. Over the past year, there has been some
pushback to teaching about cultural competency and the phrase Critical Race Theory
(CRT) has been used a lot on social media (Sawchuk, 2021). Many people are skeptical
of such education because of the incorrect information that has been spread around
online. As such, in order to teach this curriculum, a teacher would need the backing of
their admins and possibly their districts.

Other limitations may be that this project is specifically aimed at the Theater
Standards, and this is a specialty license. If a teacher were to be able to teach this in an
English classroom it could work, but not all high schools have a theater program, let
alone a licensed theater teacher. Also, considering theater licences are K-12, another
limitation is this curriculum is also only focused on high school students, and does not
have any modifications for middle or elementary students. It is highly unlikely that this
curriculum would be appropriate for elementary students.
Project Successes
Regardless of whether the curriculum is aimed specifically at a project-based
school, because it was created with the state theater standards in mind, it can be used in
any theater classroom. Students are not only being exposed to some theater foundations
such as dialogue and monologues (Appendix A, Appendix B), but they are also learning
how to navigate courageous conversations (Appendix A, Appendix B), a skill that is
going to set them up for success in their adulthood. The issue of race will continue to be a
difficult topic, but if students have a safe environment to explore how to have these
exchanges respectfully, then it will not be as hard for them.
Application to the Profession
Considering the lack of education I personally received in high school, and the
contentious nature in which people are discussing whether or not CRT belongs in schools,
I firmly believe that education of this nature needs to be explored more and needs a solid
curriculum created around it. If teachers are not preparing our students in how to discuss
race, then they are not preparing them for the real world. Students need to know history,
they need to know the truth, and they need to know how to be able to move beyond it.

This particular curriculum will not be the sole answer to these issues of course, but any
discussion that helps is crucial to the advancement of society. This project is hopefully
one of many like it, and if this capstone project inspires someone else to create a
social-justice based curriculum in their field, then all the better.
Conclusion
While teaching during an unprecedented pandemic in a new school was
immeasurably difficult, the students appreciated the conversations and assignments this
project created. One student would invite their siblings to come listen to discussions, and
another would remark on assignments how stunned they were that no other teacher had
before talked about such things in class. There were many obstacles to overcome, such as
students refusing to do monologue videos, absences, distance learning, lack of
motivation, and impaired mental health due to all of these issues, but regardless I am
proud of the work that was done with the students. This was an incredible experience to
create a capstone project under such duress, but I believe it is what made it such a
success. In a time when I was competing with all the at-home distractions, I offered the
students tangible, applicable education that directly impacted their lives. I learned
something new every trimester and did my best to create changes when receiving student
feedback. This capstone project aimed to answer the question how can a theater
curriculum help students process racial injustice? It is my hope that my students learned
that theater is a vehicle to drive healing and growth, and a way to explore ideas in a safe
space, and that the study of entertainment past can help prepare us for the future.
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APPENDIX A
Lesson Plan Slides
Day One
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